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and the farmers specialize in the production of meat and
wool.
These dry steppe lands, suffering from saline soils, summer
heat and drought, and extreme winter cold, are inhabited by
the Kalmucks, a nomadic group of people which migrated
from Western China in search of new lands over three hundred
years ago. They received a bitter reward for their endeavours
in these desolate plains. Their cattle often died of starvation,
and life was so hard that during the eighteenth century a
large proportion of them decided to make the return journey
to China.
Scientific methods of farming have considerably lightened
the lot of these unfortunate people. In 1936, for example, the
great Arshan-Zelmensk reservoirs were constructed, and
although farming is still mainly of the pastoral type, the
acreage under crops, especially maize, was increased three
and a half times between 1917 and 1937. About a third of
the sown area is on large state farms, and the greater part of
the land under crops is on the right bank of the Volga where
the drought is not so severe.
In contrast to the dry steppe region which surrounds it the
land close to the Volga and its delta possesses exceptionally
favourable climatic and soil conditions. The summers are
hot, while the spring floods and irrigation works have made
possible the intensive cultivation of melons, quince, tomatoes,
grapes, vegetables, cotton, and sesame, as well as new industrial
crops such as kenaf and kendyr,.1
This type of intensive cultivation has been extended to the
lands above the delta, where the Volga branches into a large
number of channels, the largest of which forms the river
Akhtuba. Between the latter river and the main stream the
country consists of a maze of rivers and islands fringed with
reeds, rushes, and tall grasses, and inundated by floods each
spring. Embankments and drainage works to control the
floods, and irrigation channels to take water to the dry lands
on either side of the rivers, have been constructed, so that
to-day the lands on either side of the Volga, between Stalin-
1 See p. 214.